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SOU TH VIETNAM TRIP REPORT 
(APRIL 16 TO 18) 


I visited South Vietnam for three days to discuss pending issues 
with U.S. and GVN officials and to assess the situation. Three members 
of the NSC staff traveled with me. Our impressions and the views of 
civilian and military officials we met with are summarized below. 

Enemy Intentions 

The enemy’s current offensive is designed to achieve his oft- 
stated objectives of thwarting Vietnamization and pacification, dis- 
crediting and weakening the GVN and pressuring the U.S* to make 
concessions in Paris* Hanoi has, in fact, publicly called for a strong, 
coordinated military, political and diplomatic offensive. 

The Communists hope to demonstrate the "failure 11 of Vietnami- 
zation by defeating ARVN units in terrain favoring their forces -- 
especially remote regions near their base areas. At the same time, 
they hope to draw ARVN units away from populated areas in order to 
have a freer hand in attacking pacification* In addition, the seizure 
of district and provincial capitals will, they believe, demonstrate the 
impotence of the GVN and weaken its political influence. These 
developments will, they hope, convince U.S. public opinion of pressure 
the Administration into making significant concessions in Paris with 
concomitant impact on the upcoming U.S. Presidential elections. It 
is likely that after having set up a massive new presence in GVN at 
an appropriate time when they feel they have run the course of their 
offensive thrust, they will seek a cease-fire in place* Under such 
an arrangement, they will be immeasurably better off than heretofore 
in their ability to conduct military and political warfare. 

The current situation in MR-2 is a classic example of this 
strategy in action. The bulk of ARVN units are now tied down in 
remote and vulnerable positions in the Western Highlands. This has 
enabled the Communists to launch heavy attacks in the far more 
important populated coastal areas of MR-2. Success in reversing 
pacification in these areas and the capture of Konturn City or Pleiku 
(or both) in the Highlands would shake public confidence in the GVN 
and lead to Communist political gains. 
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The pattern in other Military Regions is similar, but is less 
clearly developed -- and perhaps more difficult to achieve --in MRs 3 
and 4. Prime immediate political targets probably include (MR-1) 

Hue, Quang Tri City, (MR-2) Qui Nhon, Kontum City, Pleiku, (MR-3) 

Tay Ninh City, An Loc, (MR-4) Chau Doc, and My Tho. 

A number of prisoners and captured documents have referred 
to plans for setting up a "PRG capital" in one of the cities. Such plans 
might have been purely hortative in nature. Establishing a Viet-Cong 
capital in South Vietnam would only be feasible in a cease-fire situation. 

A possible Communist call for cease-fire after certain areas or cities 

have been seized is not likely to occur until the Communists believe they are m 

a commanding position on the ground. 

Most likely, defeating ARVN units per se (and therefore Viet- 
namization), with its U.S. domestic political implications, has a higher 
initial priority than quickly seizing political objectives. This would 
largely explain why costly assaults are launched on ARVN positions 
which could be easily by-passed. Some of these attacks (e.g. , on FSB 
Charlie in MR 2) were no doubt also launched to protect lines of com- 
munications . 

MILITARY SITUATION 

Despite major NVA attacks in MR-1 and MR-3, and considerable 
fighting in the other two MRs, it appears that RVNAF have the military 
situation under control. Significant setbacks may still occur, but we 
believe a "disaster" can be safely ruled out. U.S. air support has un- 
questionably been a major factor. But credit must also go to the South 
Vietnamese forces who bore the brunt of the attack, and fought well 
thus far, especially in MR-1. 

There is broad consensus that the VC/NVA will continue the 
offensive for several months more. However, weather and various 
problems may curtail enemy activity in some areas. The approaching 
good weather period and relative ease of resupply argue for continue 
heavy pressure in MR-1 well into the summer. Local but vigorous 
action can also be expected in the Coastal lowlands of Southern MR-1 
and Northern MR-2. The situation differs in the highlands and MR-3; 
grains win largely immobilize both friendly and enemy forces by 
June. The monsoon will also pose limitations on enemy activity m the 
Delta, but flooding makes movement by boat easy. So we can expect 


TOP SECRET /SENSITIVE 


DECLASSIFIED 

Authorit y '-d 1 --' | ~ L-XS. 


1 \ U » L* k* k 1 ‘ > c ;»«j ; • u> .J. 


, B^C NARA Dru e 'j/tf/'V I 


-.c j 


TOP SECRET / SENSITIVE 


-3- 


continued activity in MR-4, but large scale action may be out. President 
Thieu believes the enemy's campaign will last for from six to twelve 

months* 

In MR - 1 , the N VA invasion appears to hav e be en stoppe d. 

The combination of bombing and artillery, logistic problems, and a 
stubborn defense (in large part by territorial forces) succeeded in pro- 
tecting key population centers and inflicting heavy losses on the NVA. 

The defense ; above Quang Tri is a hodgepodge of ARVN Airborne, 

Marine and Regional Force (RF) units. But it has worked thus far. 

Quang Tri may fall but defense of Hue should be able to hold and even the 
temporary loss of this city now seems less likely. There has been n 
large scale fighting in the Southern half of MR-1, but small scale 
military activity and terror have increased sharply in recent wee s 
especially in the traditional VC areas near DaNang and along the M 

border. 

Despite the heavy combat, pacification and Government control 
over the countryside have not been seriously affected to date. The .areas 
where the fighting is occurring are lightly populated, activi y 111 
more heavily populated coastal lowlands has not reached levels that 
seriously damaged pacification. However, most observers feel t a 
the VC and NVA forces in MR-1 and coastal areas or ermg i 
have considerable strength and a more serious challenge to Governmen 

control can be expected in the coming months. 

The Situation in the Highlands 

It appears that the enemy objective in the Highlands is to destroy 
ARVN or force the GVN to give up the screen of bases which protect the 
main LOCs and the centers of government. A second and possi y equ 
objective is to keep open the traditional main 

used by the enemy to maintain his pressure against pacification targets 
in the populous coastal plains. He may also strike at the provmcia 
capitals of Pleiku and Kontum and district headquarters m both provinces 

in the course of this campaign. It seems more k ° WeV6 %^ 

main effort initially will continue to be against the A^RVN screening 

forces which are badly strung out to protect route 14. 

On the GVN side. President Thieu is obliged to try to maintain 
the screen intact to hold his centers of government and as much of the 

population as possible in the HigMands Highlands 

military advantage by giving up political cont y p 
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It seems that the present deployment of forces in Kontum 
province has both ARVN and the enemy heavily engaged on the screen- 
ing line west of the Dak Poko River in Kontum* Time is running 
against the enemy and he has suffered heavy losses. If employed 
effectively, ARVN should be able to occupy him sufficiently to keep 
him from mounting a serious threat to Kontum City before the rains 
come in middle or late Llay. ARVN should also be able to keep open 
Highway 14 from Pleiku to Dak To most of the time but a concerted 
enemy effort will put great strain on ARVN units which are dispersed 
and exposed. 

The enemy 95B Regiment which is fighting stubbornly astride 
Highway 14 in the Pleiku— Kontum border not only seeks to interdict 
the highway, but to maintain his own MSR which runs from the Plei 
Trap area of Western Kontum to Binh Dinh. Destruction of the 95B 
should have high priority. 

Based upon the personal observations of a member of my team 
who was in Kontum during Tet '68, the population in Kontum is, if 
anything, less apprehensive of the outcome of this year's campaign 
than in 1969 or 1968, although they are undoubtedly concerned. There 
is, of course, the long-standing fear that they may in fact be sacrificed 

in peace negotiations. 

MR-3 


The situation in MR- 3 is still highly fluid. With three enemy 
divisions deployed, this appears to be the main thrust of enemy attack. 
The capture of Loc Ninh, followed by the investiture of An Loc and the 
reported intent to have a revolutionary government established in An Loc 
by April 20th, clearly indicate that occupation of Binh Long Province 
is a major NVA objective. 

RVNAF performance has been spotty. The 5th Division has 
barely held its own with one regiment rendered ineffective at Loc Ninh 
and two regiments securing An Loc. More encouraging has been the 
excellent performance of the Airborne Brigade is still a question mark. 
These units will have to fight against a major enemy force which would 
have been a very difficult foe even during the period when we had three 

U.S. divisions in the area. 

One ominous sign, however, is that all of the ARVN forces 
are tied down in major strong points on Route 13. There are major 
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surveillance gaps which could permit the enemy to move south to the 
Lai Khe area. In addition, there is a local force and infrastructure 
in southern MR-3 which has not yet been activated. More major battles 
remain to be fought in MR-3, perhaps as far south as Lai Khe. It 
does not seem likely, however, that the NVA will penetrate much 
further south although there could be prolonged attacks by fire, sapper 
activity and acts of terrorism in the Saigon, Binh Hoa and Tay Ninh 
areas. The extension of their vulnerable lines of supply combine 
with our air interdiction and the aggressive assistance of Major 
General Hollingsworth should, in time, contain the advance and de- 
stroy the force. 

MR-4 

The situation in MR-4 is characterized by sharp contrasts. 

Most areas are untouched by the communist offensive. VC activity 
is virtually non-existent in many provinces and efforts to cause incidents 
in the towns and cities have failed. The major roads and canals are open 
and the prosperity of the people, which is evident to the most casua 
visitor, continue to improve. Yet in a few areas intense fighting has 
occurred and the Communists are trying to move NVA units into the 

region from Cambodia, 

Main force military action has been restricted to three areas: 

In Chuong Thien, in the Southern Delta, VC and NVA 
troops overran a number of small outposts and dealt a sharp blow to 
recent efforts to pacify areas long influenced by the VC (Chuong Thien 
ranks 43rd out of 44 provinces according to HES reports). This pro- 
vince is also astride major VC corridors for moving men and supplies 
from Cambodia to the U Minh forest base area and to the heavily 
populated areas of tlie central Delta, 

The heaviest combat has been in Cambodia at Kampong 
Trach near the Gulf of Thailand and the South Vietnamese Border. 

ARVN Ranger units have suffered heavy casualties in an encounter 
with the NVA/ VC 1st Division. It is believed the division is trying to 
move into Vietnam, probably toward the U Minh forest. Once in SVN, 
they could bolster the badly weakened VC force trying to resist the 
Government's pacification efforts and retain some hold on this critical 
area. The ARVN appear to have stalemated the NVA units in Cambodia 
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and inflicted heavy losses on them in the process. Regional Force 
units are being moved into position within South Vietnam in an effort 
to block any NVA units that bypass the ARVN force in Cambodia. 

Several sharp engagements have also been fought in 
the Northern Delta not far from the Cambodia border. Again, it is 
believed an NVA Unit (the Z-15 Regiment) was trying to move into a 
traditional base area in Dinh Tuong province near QL-4, the main 
road from the Delta to Saigon. The RVNAF defense is believed to 
have been successful and the NVA regiment is now considered in- 
effective. 

Despite the heavy combat and continued enemy efforts to move 
forces from Cambodia into MR-4, local military leaders are confident 
they can control the situation. A major factor has been the generally 
excellent performance of the Regional Forces. MR-4 moved ahead 
vigorously with a plan to use RF from, more peaceful areas in other 
provinces where serious VC threats remain. As a result, adequate 
RVNAF forces are available despite the deployment of the ARVN 21st 

Division to MR-3. 

Government control is suffering in areas of extensive fighting 
in the Delta, as well as in traditional VC areas such as Kien Hoa 
where considerable small scale military activity and terror/harrassment 
have occurred. A sharp drop in HES scores can be expected in such 
areas. But local officials feel the situation can be remedied rapidly. 

THE RVNAF - AN ASSESSMENT 

There is no doubt that the RVNAF has fought well. For each 
case where they have failed, there are a score of cases where the 
ARVN or Territorial Forces fought bravely and effectively. The NVA 
main force units are unquestionably less capable than in the past 
reflecting heavy losses, poor leadership in some cases, and the lack 
of a supporting local VC force. But this is only a partial explanation 
of the RVNAF' s performance. The facts are that the Vietnamese 
forces are far better equipped and trained than they were three years 
ago. They are better led and there is improvement in morale and 
motivation. We repeatedly heard stories of the effectiveness of the 
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RF. In every MR there was praise for the RF and often the PF also. 
In the defense of Quang Tri they played a key early role and still 
defend part of the perimeter. In MR-2, they are outperforming some 
of the lackluster ARVN units. They play a major part in the defense 
of An Loc and in MR-4, the RF bear the burden of the combat in most 

areas. 


Serious and stubborn problems remain, however, and they 
are the ones that have plagued the RVNAF for years. 

Leadership -- Despite the removal of some poor 
division and regimental commanders, a few major units are still badly 
led. (The most blatant case being the incompetent and cowardly com- 
mander of the 22nd Division in the highlands). Poor leadership is a 
problem at all levels of the RVNAF, and it is the most mentioned cause 
of poor combat performance. 

Manpower Shortage -- The persistent manpower 
shortage in combat units continues and little, if any, progress is ap- 
parent. Some hope the large number of men currently in the training 
camps will alleviate the problem. But the heavy casualties and 
expected surge in desertions may absorb most of the new trainees. 
(There is still no hard data of the number of casualties or desertions, 
but the numbers will be large). 

Training -- Remains a problem, both in the use and 
maintenance of new equipment and tactical operations. 

The Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) generally received marks 
for its performance during the offensive. VNAF close support aircraft 
were effective despite poor weather. Airlift units also did a good job 
moving sizeable forces to the threatened areas. Despite some good 
performances, the VNAF helicopter units still are not satisfactory. 

The primary VNAF problems are: 

Limited capability for air defense interdiction bombing 
or logistic support with missions carried out almost entirely by U.S. 
forces . 
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Maintenance problems which became serious when 
operating rates increased sharply as a result of the offensive. The 
rapid expansion of the VNAF has spread its manpower resources 
thin. This situation should improve over the next year. 

Spotty tactical use of helicopters in a combat 
environment. A major reason is that the U.S. Air Force advises 
and trains the VNAF even though the U.S. Army is the service with 
knowledge of how to use helicopters in combat. 

The Vietnamese Navy (VNN) receives little attention. Its 
role is small, but appears to be doing an adequate job. Its primary 
missions are to patrol the coastline to prevent infiltration and control 
of the rivers and canals in the Mekong Delta to discourage VC use of 
the waterways. Based on our brief discussions, it seems the Navy 
needs considerable training and experience. It must also be more 
aggressive if it is to perform its difficult missions well. 

As has been noted repeatedly in this report, the Territorial 
Forces (RF and PF) are making great strides. The RF, particularly 
in MR-4, have become truly regional forces. As a result, ARVN 
units are freed for use elsewhere and Vietnamese Commanders have 
far larger and more flexible forces at their disposal. Leadership 
and training continue to be a major shortcoming of the Territorials. 
But their recent performance indicates they are overcoming these 
problems. 

The morale of the Vietnamese Forces seem high despite 
their losses. They were proud of their ability to hold against the 
best NVN could offer. Also, news of U.S. air and naval reinforce- 
ments and the bombing of the North were widely acclaimed and 
clearly reassuring. If the RVNAF's success continues, any lack of 
confidence resulting from their losses last year at Lam Son will fade. 

THE POLITICAL SITUATION 

President Thieu's political control has remained strong since 
the 1971 election, and he has been seeking to consolidate and per- 
petuate this control by building a political organization loyal to him 
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personally. The opposition is fragmented and apparently resigned to 
Thiels strong position, while hoping that ultimately he will pass from 
the scene in one way or another. This situation has not been altered 
by the present enemy offensive. It is not likely to change unless 
RVNAF were to sustain serious defeats. 

Various political elements have denounced the NVA invasion, 
as have both houses of the National Assembly. However, the opposition 
has refrained from saying anything which might be taken as an ex- 
pression of confidence or support for Thieu himself. Conversely, 

Thieu shows no indication to take this opportunity to seek a united 
front with his critics in the face of common danger. His apparent 
rejection of Ky’s effort to seek an interview with him is an example 
of Thieu 1 s attitude. The positions of both Thieu and his opposition 
in this respect are probably to be expected as part of the Vietnamese 
political character. 

Although Thieu and his opposition thus seek to maintain the 
political status quo in their relations, the enemy offensive has, 
nevertheless, evoked a substantial expression of national solidarity, 
particularly in organization for relief for refugees and in manifestations 
of support for the troops. Even the anti- Thieu student group in Saigon 
called off a planned demonstration to demand release of some of their 
leaders, ostensibly to work with the refugees. 

The current political mood reflects the enormity of the enemy 
offensive, pride in having withstood its main thrusts and an evident 
desire to n be positive 1 '. These attitudes are exemplified by the 
declarations issued by National Assembly leaders, by Buddhist and 
Catholic spokesmen, by active student participation in relief efforts 
and by many special Congressional and ministerial-level visits to 
the hard hit areas. One particularly remarkable indicator is the 
creation, in the traditional opposition city of Hue, of an active and 
explicitly anti- Communist front, headed by the respected rector of 
Hue University and including leading representatives of Buddhist, 
Catholic, student and other organizations. 

After long years of war and sacrifice, the South Vietnamese 
united and fought in the face of a three -front invasion against which, 
however, they ultimately counted heavily on U.S. air, logistics and 
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diplomatic support. They have also been greatly encouraged by the 
U.S. bombing of North Vietnam, especially of Hanoi and Haiphong. 
But they are all continuing to watch -- especially the politicians, 
civil servants, Buddhists and students -- whether the U.S. Congress 
and/or the President may not after all give them up totally to North 
Vietnam and its two superpower allies. 

THE ECONOMY 


The Embassy does not anticipate an economic crisis or serious 
economic consequences from the current offensive, unless the heavy 
fighting should be prolonged. However, some of the reasonably high 
expectations for the current year may not be realized. The first 
quarter of this calendar year was good from the point of view of in- 
vestment and production. It is probably that there will be a decline 
in both categories during the remainder of the year. For instance, 
rubber and timber production will obviously be directly affected by 
the fighting. It is believed that export goals may not be achieved. 
Investment will be affected by caution on the part of both local and 
foreign bus ine s smen. 

It seems quite likely that there will be added, unanticipated 
budget costs this year because of the increase in fighting. 

There has been some increase in retail prices (2 1/2% in one 
week) mainly in foodstuffs. Some hoarding was apparent in the Saigon 
area and rice was more in demand. Unless food price increases get 
out of hand, they are unlikely to be a major economic crisis. U.S. 
aid for CY 72 will be adequate. The main question will be the extent 
to which the economy, slowed down somewhat this year, will be able 
to absorb the planned aid reduction for the next and following years. 

Refugees and Reconstruction 

American and GVN officials express complete confidence in 
their ability to deal with the flow of refugees. They claim to have a 
plentiful supply of rice in MR-1, no shortage of medicines, and 
adequate personnel. The Vietnamese ability and skill in handling 
refugees has improved in recent years. 


TOP SECRET/SENSITIVE 



DECLASSIFIED 


Authorit y 1 ^ 

, BlffiC NARA Dat e f 'f/ 


TOP SECRET /SENSITIVE 



An estimated 150, 000 - 200, 000 refugees were generated 
country-wide, perhaps 150, 000 in MR-1. There are some 75, 000 
in Hue. About 10, 000 of the Quang Tri exodus continued on south 
from Hue to Danang. However, the past week has seen a reverse flow, 
as people begin to move back to their home areas in Quang Tri province, 
evidently encouraged by the relative stabilization of the front. Minister 
Dang, Chairman of the Interministerial Committee for Relief of War 
Victims, says that 3, 000 people returned to their homes in Quang Tri 
City. An estimated 17, 000 who fled the Southern Districts of Quang 
Tri province have returned, and there are even reports that refugees 
cared for in Quang Tri, who came from areas to the East, West, and 
North, have begun to move back to their homes, notwithstanding the 
proximity to on-going military action. 

Private agencies have played an important supplementary role 
in aiding the War Victims. These included the Vietnamese Red Cross, 
Buddhist and Catholic groups, Boy Scouts and students. The CORDS 
refugee Directorate believes that no increase in American direct 
participation in the largely Vietnamized refugee program is required 
if the situation remains satisfactory. 

It is possible that officials in Vietnam are overly optimistic 
regarding the refugee problem and its resolution; and that if the in- 
tensified fighting continues, areas of acute distress or mishandling 
might develop, which will quickly attract the attention of U. S. critics 
of the refugee program. The problem might be magnified if the enemy, 
frustrated in his main force effort, should turn to terrorist attacks on 
refugee resettlement areas in an attempt to intimidate the population 
and diminish confidence in the Government. This has already taken 
place in Quang Ngai Province and locations in the Delta. Of course, 
in the present situation, it should be absolutely clear to everyone 
that NVN is responsible for the current refugee level. 
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